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ABSTRACT 
 
 The purpose of this study was to examine the experiences of three Asian American 
students in a collegiate music school setting. Semi-structured interviews were utilized to discuss 
how their families influenced their decision of pursue a career in music and how they might have 
experienced discrimination, both within and outside of the musical realm. Findings suggest that 
(a) each participant valued their family highly, but for two of the three participants, majoring in 
music was a discouraged endeavor, (b) the three participants all felt stereotyped by their 
ethnicities, most often as model minority individuals with high intelligence and strong work 
ethic, and (c) two of three participants felt as though the Asian American perspective was often 
left out of conversations of diversity and oppression. These findings highlight the presence of 
model minority stereotypes within a collegiate music school, a setting which little research 
concerning model minority stereotyping and the experiences of Asian Americans has been 
conducted.    
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Chapter 1 
 Introduction 
Conversations surrounding cultural and ethnic diversity in music education are becoming 
increasingly important. The National Association for Music Educators (NAfME), the flagship 
organization of American music education and author of the national standards for music classrooms 
across the country, promotes notions of cultural and ethnic diversity in American music classrooms. 
Their position reads as follows:  
A well-rounded and comprehensive music education program, as envisioned in the 2014 
National Music Standards, should exist in every American school; should be built on a 
curricular framework that promotes awareness of, respect for, and responsiveness to the 
variety and diversity of cultures; and should be delivered by teachers whose culturally 
responsive pedagogy enable them to successfully design and implement such an inclusive 
curricular framework (NAfME, n.d.). 
Their statement advocating for diversity and culturally responsive teaching practices is followed 
closely by their commitment to creating a diverse workforce with the intent of bringing the schools 
and surrounding communities together. They seem to validate the importance of other musical styles 
and genres (NAfME, n.d.). 
 These commitments to cultural diversity are echoed in the most recent iteration of the 
national standards published in 2014, which encourage practitioners to use music from “a variety of 
different cultures” to assess their students’ musical achievement and maturity (NAfME, 2014a; 
NAfME, 2014b; NAfME, 2014c; NAfME, 2014d; NAfME, 2014e). Inclusion of other cultures’ 
music is generally included in the performing, responding, and connecting core standards, but not in 
the creating core standard. This trend is only disrupted in the standards written for the ensemble 
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classroom, where students are encouraged to compose and improvise short musical ideas that 
“reflect characteristics of music from a variety of cultures studied in rehearsal” (NAfME, 2014b). 
Intriguingly, while aiming to include music from other cultures, the standards for pre-k through 
eighth grade general music only contain language about including other cultures’ music in grades 
four through eight (NAfME, 2014a). Much like their creed to inclusivity, NAfME’s national 
standards indicate the emphasis towards music aside from Western classical, and the wording is 
flexible enough for educators to tailor the standards to fit their own program and community.  
 The Music Educators Journal (MEJ), the primary practitioner journal of NAfME, has also 
dedicated space in quarterly issues to topics concerning ethnic and cultural diversity. In the past 
year, MEJ published articles about how hip-hop can be utilized to explore ethnic culture (Karvelis, 
2018), the inclusion of Cuban music in the formal music classroom (Torchon, 2018), and 
construction of New Zealand early childhood curriculum and how students’ curiosity for sound is 
used to cultivate musical understanding (Trinick & Pohio, 2018). Through MEJ, NAfME is 
promoting conversations about diversity, and culturally responsive teaching is gaining attention in 
practitioner conversations of the music education profession. 
 The Journal of Music Teacher Education (JMTE), the Journal of Research in Music 
Education (JRME), and Update: Applications of Research in Music Education (Update), the three 
music education research journals of NAfME each contain research studies concerning musical 
diversity in the classroom. In the past year, Update has published a study about the inclusion of 
“world music” into formal music classrooms (Henninger, 2018), JRME published a study about the 
effects of including an African musics into an elementary music classroom (Howard, 2018), and 
JMTE published a piece dedicated to pre-service teachers’ response to learning traditional Korean 
percussion (Yoo & Kang, 2018). In addition to the practitioner articles in MEJ, empirical research 
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regarding multicultural musics and culturally responsive classroom practices is currently being 
published to further serve the music teacher community.    
 Though dialogue concerning diversity and different cultures in the classroom is taking place 
in the profession through publications from the flagship music education association in the United 
States, the reality is that, in practice, music education remains a largely White profession that lacks 
voices from culturally minority populations. Elpus (2015) analyzed Praxis II licensure candidates 
(20,521 participants) and determined that over 86% of the individuals seeking music education 
teaching licensure in the years 2007 to 2012 were White. The second most represented racial group 
was the Black population coming in at just over 7% of the candidates, the third was the Hispanic 
population at 1.9%, and next was the Asian population at 1.8%. According to their website, the 
Praxis II test is utilized in 45 States and in the District of Columbia (ETS, 2019). Elpus’ data 
provides evidence of the lack of voices from ethnic minority communities in the music education 
profession.  
  After a search through every Big 10 university’s school of music website, most included a 
statement professing their dedication to diversity of student body and faculty. However, only the 
University of Michigan had their demographic statistics available for use, but their data included 
students involved in theatre and dance. According to their data collected in 2017, 63% of the 
individuals enrolled in as music, theatre, or dance majors identified as White, 15.5% as Asian 
American, Asian, or Pacific Islander, 5.9% as African American, and 2.5% as Hispanic or Latinx. In 
addition to these monoracial categories, 10.1% of the population identified as multiracial (University 
of Michigan, n.d). Although the music education profession lacks in diversity, collegiate music 
institutions may have slightly more varied cultural compositions compared to the music education 
profession.    
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In our efforts to include culturally diverse musics into the formal classroom, to diversify the 
music education profession, and to continue including individuals from other cultures into collegiate 
music schools, teachers and university policy makers should seek the insight and perspectives of 
individuals within ethnic minority communities. Though these efforts by NAfME, practitioner 
journals, and research journals are introducing the ideas of culturally responsive teaching and 
inclusion to teachers, Asian Americans are often left out of discussions concerning discrimination 
and stereotyping. Despite the profession’s best intentions, the Asian American experience has been 
overlooked and is long overdue for discussion about stereotyping and discrimination.  
Model Minority 
Asian American communities grapple with what is referred to as “model minority 
stereotyping” (Kim & Lee, 2014; Thompson & Kiang, 2010; Thompson, Kiang, & Witkow, 2016).  
This is a persistent assumption that Asian Americans are always hard working, high achieving, good 
at mathematics, and are accomplished musicians (Thompson et al., 2016). The idea of the “model 
minority” is credited to William Petersen, a writer for the New York Times and a professor of 
sociology at the University of California Berkeley in 1966. Petersen discussed great acts of hate in 
the early-mid 20th century against the Japanese population, including denial of citizenship, hate 
crimes, unfair legal detainment, and most famously, the Roosevelt mandated relocation into 
internment camps during World War II. According to Petersen, these acts did not deter the 
population and they emerged as “better than any other group in our society” (1966, p. 5). He lauded 
the Japanese communities that fought through the adversity thrust upon them in history and became 
an American success story (1966).  
Petersen accused other minority groups, specifically African Americans, of being self-
defeatist and maintaining a “hatred so all-consuming as to be self-destructive,” being described as 
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“problem minorities” (1966, p. 1). Not only did these sentiments create discourse between ethnic 
groups, they also created a ripple effect that is still impacting relations today. In an article published 
in New York Magazine by Sullivan (2017), which was initially dedicated to questioning the public’s 
sadness for Hilary Clinton after the loss of the 2016 presidential election to Donald Trump, took a 
turn toward discussing how Japanese Americans’ values and perseverance turned the negative 
stereotypes into positive ones. Sullivan claimed that Asian Americans are “among the most 
prosperous, well-educated, and successful ethnic groups in America.” He continued: 
It couldn’t possibly be that they maintained solid two-parent family structures, had social 
networks that looked after one another, placed enormous emphasis on education and hard 
work, and thereby turned false, negative stereotypes into true, positive ones, could it? It 
couldn’t be that all whites are not racists or that the American dream still lives? 
 Chow (2017), in response to Sullivan’s piece, asserts that since the conclusion of World War 
II, some white communities have used that Asian American community to drive a “racial wedge” in 
society that “minimizes the role racism plays in the persistent struggles of other racial/ethnic 
groups.” Chow drew parallels between Sullivan’s article and the article published by Petersen in 
1966. She believed that these opinions will resurface until people stop trying to evade responsibility 
for their racial biases. Bouie (2017), also in response to Sullivan’s article, accused Sullivan of using 
Black deficiency to drive his argument. Bouie stated that for those who prefer to believe that Black 
communities are disadvantaged only by their own choices, framing Black communities as deficient 
is a way to escape the “mental maze” that is being racist. Asian American individuals not only have 
to grapple with the negative psychological effects of discrimination, but also must navigate the 
wedge between themselves and other ethnic minority groups as a result of the generalizations made 
by individuals like Petersen (1966) and Sullivan (2017).    
6 
 
Purpose 
As an individual who has participated in music activities in multiple states in different 
regions of the country and attended two different music institutions, I have heard many racial 
stereotypes at the expense of Asian and Asian American communities. A common comment 
overheard has been, “no matter how good you are at your instrument, there is always an Asian child 
somewhere that is better than you.” When an undergraduate, colleagues of mine would snidely 
remark about how all of the graduate string students were Asian and always sat in the front of their 
respective sections. As a graduate student, I was approached by a full-time professor at the 
university, who asked about my research. After explaining to her the essence of the present study, 
she gave me a quizzical look before reluctantly responding “Racism against Asian Americans? 
Aren’t they… Well, aren’t they all doing fine? I thought they were pretty well off and good at 
everything.” Her response was particularly startling to me as this individual is responsible for 
teaching multiple sections of international students, most of whom hail from East Asia. Having 
noticed the high representation of Asian American individuals in collegiate music school settings but 
still hearing model minority commentaries, I began to wonder how Asian American students felt 
about discrimination and stereotyping in music.  
The purpose of this qualitative study is to examine the experiences of three Asian American 
students in a collegiate music school setting and provide them with a platform on which to share 
their stories. The research questions guiding the study are as follows: 
1. What role did each individual’s homelife and childhood have in their pursuit of music? 
2. How might they have experienced discrimination or stereotyping pertaining to their 
Asian American ethnicity in general? In the collegiate school of music setting? 
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This research is significant because in a largely uncharted area in scholarship, it can provide 
educators, both at the collegiate level and the grade school level, vital insight into the experience of 
the Asian American individual in the music classroom. This awareness can assist music educators in 
creating a more inclusive and understanding atmosphere in the classrooms, as well as assist in 
nurturing much more accepting and socially responsible future contributors to society.   
Important Terms 
Ethnicity – An individual’s self-identified affiliation with a group’s cultural, language, or religious 
observances  
Race – Socially constructed classification of groups of people based on similarities of physical traits. 
Discrimination – The differential treatment of a group of individuals, often surrounding race, 
ethnicity, or gender 
Stereotype – An over-simplified assumption made about an individual, often surrounding race, 
ethnicity, or gender 
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Chapter 2  
Literature Review 
 Chapter two will involve the review of existing literature that pertains to the experiences of 
various ethnic minority populations, including but not limited to Asian Americans, within society. 
The chapter will begin with empirical research regarding discrimination, which will be split into two 
sub-sections: the first will discuss discrimination on college campuses, and the second will expand 
on the previously discussed model minority stereotype. From there, literature surrounding ethnic 
identity will also be divided into three subheadings: ethnic identity development, Asian American 
identity, and ethnic identity and discrimination. Extensive effort was exerted to uncover research 
specifically referencing the experiences of Asian Americans in the music classroom setting at any 
level, but the author’s searches were fruitless. 
Discrimination  
The National Research Council tasked a committee of social scientists with reviewing and 
critiquing scientific methods used to measure racial discrimination. The product, a book titled 
Measuring Racial Discrimination, was intended to assist social science researchers, policy makers, 
and federal agencies in understanding how to assess racial discrimination in society (Blank, Dabady, 
Citro, & National Research Council, 2004). The researchers asserted racial discrimination has two 
factors that we must consider: “(1) the differential treatment on the basis of race that disadvantages a 
racial group, and (2) treatment on the basis of inadequately justified factors other than race that 
disadvantages a racial group” (p. 39). The first of these is easy to understand, as it is simply the 
blatant and interpersonal discrimination, such as insults, jokes, or refusal of service against a group 
of people based upon their ethnicity or race. Blank et al. indicated that deliberate expressions of 
differential bias on the basis of race/ethnicity are generally considered illegal in the United States (p. 
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40). The second type of discrimination can be described as the decisions made based on factors other 
than race that have adverse effects on different racial groups, such as promotional practices in a 
company. Blank et. al acknowledged that the second type of discrimination was hard to prove or spot 
because of “the difficulty to establish intent in the legal setting” (Blank et al., p. 40). These two types 
of discrimination, interpersonal and institutional, will provide the foundation for discussion in the 
sections.  
Discrimination in academic settings.   
Endo (2012) published a quantitative study with the intent of exploring the experiences of the 
Japanese American youth learning about cultural diversity in an academic setting. Endo (2012) 
utilized semi-structured interviews with six high-school aged, second generation immigrant Japanese 
students who attended either a “large urban district” with higher representation from ethnic 
minorities, or a “midsize suburban district” that contained an overwhelming number of White 
students compared to the other ethnic groups. Results were categorized into two groups: 
multiculturalism without Asian Americans, and images of cultural pathology and other orientalist 
stereotypes. All participants in the study reported the Asian American perspective was “mostly 
absent” from the classroom (p. 7). If not missing from the curricula, students would often feel 
singled out by their ethnicity because of the Eurocentric or orientalist views of their teachers.  
Though often considered more liberal spaces, collegiate institutions are not exempt from 
racial discrimination. Alvarez, Juang, and Liang (2010) published a study that surveyed 
undergraduate Asian American students at a large university located on the American West Coast 
with the intent of “examining the relationship between racial socialization, racial identity, and 
perceptions of racism.” The researchers recruited 254 ethnically Asian undergraduates from a West 
Coast university in the United States and utilized two survey instruments: the first was Helms’ 
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People of Color Racial Identity Attitudes Scale (PCRIAS; 1995) intended to measure participants’ 
perceptions and feelings towards their racial group. The second was the Racial and Life Experiences 
Scale (RALES; Harrell, 1997), which aimed to measure participants’ perceptions of racial 
discrimination and racial socialization. 98% of survey participants reported experiencing some sort 
of racial microaggression within the year prior to the commencement of the study, and 99% of 
participants reported seeing racial discrimination against another Asian American individual in the 
past five years. The researchers also reported Asian Americans who spoke with their loved ones 
(friends and family) about ethnicity and racism perceived discrimination more often, but an 
individual’s experiences with other aspects of racial socialization (ethnic studies courses, Asian 
American societal hurdles) did not predict the frequency at which the individual perceived racism.  
Harwood, Mendenhall, Lee, Riopelle, and Huntt (2018) utilized a combination of focus 
groups and online surveys to “examine the everyday geography of racism in a purported 
multicultural space” (p. 1248). The authors research occurred at a predominantly white institution 
(PWI) and uncovered that of the 81 students of color interviewed and the approximately 4800 that 
completed the online survey, 81% “believed that the campus was informally segregated”, and 63% 
of the participants felt they were in some way alienated or unfairly discriminated against based 
purely on their race. After analyzing the quantitative and qualitative data, researchers identified three 
spaces to “conceptualize the spatial experiences” students of color have on campus: fortified spaces, 
which are places students of color avoid; contradictory spaces, that give off the impression of 
inclusivity but still make students of color uncomfortable; and counterspaces, areas where students 
of color are comfortable (p.1250). Participants identified many nighttime activities and destinations, 
such as bars or parties where drunk peers hurl insults or bottles at them, as fortified spaces where 
they feel most unwelcome (p. 1250).  Counterspaces, such as cultural centers or a diverse study 
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group, helped students feel more relaxed and more capable of “pushing back against racialized 
exclusion” (p. 1255) Contradictory spaces, however, require a bit more unpacking. 
Harwood et al. (2018) subdivided the contradictory spaces category into three subcategories 
based on the type of microaggressions the students of color reported: out of place, disciplined in 
space, and shifting in and out of space. In the “out of place” subgroup, students reported that they 
may be singled out by authorities for ID checks while with a group of White friends, or they may 
receive disapproving looks from their peers for simply being in a class (p.1252). The “disciplined in 
space” subcategory refers to the stereotyping and the constrains on students of colors’ engagement in 
the classroom. For example, many students felt like their classes were “battles” where they had to 
defend themselves, and one student stated they needed to outperform all of their classmates that were 
not of their race because “if one of us fails, we all fail” (p. 1253) “Shifting in and out of space” is the 
invisibility or hypervisibility students of color feel depending on social occurrences or the way they 
present themselves. One participant reported becoming hyper visible around the election of former 
President Obama because White students wanted to talk to her about the election. Once he was 
inducted into office, she faded into invisibility once more. Participants also reported being treated 
differently depending on their clothing choices (p. 1254). Ultimately, researchers determined that 
students of color do not feel welcome in all spaces on university campuses. In some cases, they feel 
in danger.  
 In 2013, Feingold and Souza published a study in the Berkeley Journal of African-American 
Law & Policy that sought to explore the perceived “racial unevenness” in law school. The 
researchers utilized a survey instrument that addressed perceptions, description of environment, 
normative beliefs, and demographic descriptions of the 178 participants, including White and ethnic 
minority individuals. Feingold and Souza included an “additional comments” box for any further 
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qualitative responses that participants desired to provide. “seventy six percent of [participating] 
Students of Color agreed that “Non-White students face challenges at UCLA Law that similarly 
situated White students do not face.”” (Feingold & Souza, 2013, p. 105). According to the authors’ 
analysis, White students were more likely to describe the classroom environment welcoming 
regardless of race. Seventy four percent of the White participants believed UCLA Law’s classrooms 
to be welcoming to all, while only forty nine percent of the non-White students believed that the 
classroom we are welcoming regardless of race or ethnicity (pp. 104-105).   
In addition to racially toxic environments, the increasingly frequent challenges to affirmative 
action in recent years have increased the threat that disadvantaged minority populations may soon 
have even more difficulties gaining equal access to higher education as their White counterparts 
(Peralta, 2016). Published in the Denver Law Review, Peralta (2016) details the complications and 
injustices that accompany “colorblind ideals” and the repeal of affirmative action. Peralta includes 
many controversial supreme court cases (Fisher v. University of Texas, Grutter v. Bollinger) and 
contends that race-conscious admissions into higher learning institutions help alleviate the access 
barrier experienced by disadvantaged minority populations (2016).    
Model minority stereotype. 
As discussed in chapter one, Asian and Asian American communities in the United States 
contend with the image of the “model minority,” the concept of which was formally introduced in 
1966 by Petersen in The New York Times. In 2010, Thompson and Kiang conducted research to 
explore Asian American adolescents’ experiences being labeled as model minorities (p. 120), 
utilizing four separate measurement tools to do so. First, the authors utilized a self-created adaptation 
of an unnamed instrument created by Greene, Way, and Pahl (2006) to measure model minority 
stereotyping. Second, another unnamed instrument adapted from a study done by Fuligni and 
13 
 
Witkow (2004) was used to measure academic adjustment (aspirations, expectations, self-concept, 
and value of academics). Third, psychological adjustment (relationships with others, environmental 
mastery, and emotional wellbeing) was measured by a reduced iteration of Ryff’s (1989) 
psychological well-being instrument. Fourth, ethnic identity was measured using an adaptation of 
Sellers, Rowley, Chavous, Shelton, and Smith’s (1997) Multidimensional Inventory of Black 
Identity (MIBI) instrument. The authors also included an open-ended response item at the end of the 
Greene et al. (2006) model minority measure for any specific examples that the participants wished 
to contribute. Thompson and Kiang distributed these measures to 165 ninth- and tenth-grade students 
from six public schools in the southeast United States. Thompson and Kiang found that 99.4% of 
their participants had an encounter with the model minority stereotype. They asserted that 
generalizations pertaining to “intelligence, work ethic, ambition, courtesy, and family commitment”  
(p. 125) are the most common experienced by the group. According to the researchers, 50% of the 
participants made no mention of the model minority stereotype in their open-ended item, but 50% of 
those who did mention it (25% of the sample) had negative feelings about the stereotype. While the 
majority of Thompson and Kiang’s (2010) adolescent participants who provided a response to the 
open-ended item looked negatively upon the model minority stereotype, the researchers found that 
the individuals who experienced higher levels of model minority stereotyping reported having higher 
self-expectations academically, a higher value of academics, and “more positive relationships and 
environmental mastery” (2010, p. 126). Thompson and Kiang suggested that either the individuals 
have internalized the model minority expectations, which has resulted in positive outcomes, or the 
individuals who recognize model minority stereotype are simply more capable of dealing with it.  
Thompson et al. (2016) published another study to explore adolescents’ feelings toward the 
model minority myth once again, this time in “associations between experiences, feelings, and ethnic 
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identity” over time (p.108). Their longitudinal study with 159 high school-aged Asian Americans 
utilized four measures: Greene et al.’s (2006) unnamed instrument again to measure model minority 
stereotyping, an open-ended question regarding their feelings toward any model minority 
experiences, Phinney’s (1992) Multigroup Ethnic Identity Measure (MEIM) to measure participants’ 
ethnic affirmation and exploration experiences, and a demographic questionnaire. Participants 
completed the measures once a year for four consecutive years. Thompson et al. discovered that 
model minority stereotyping experiences increased over the length of the study. Just over 9% of the 
students viewed the model minority as a positive assumption that filled them with pride while about 
15% of the individuals stated that they viewed such assumptions as negative and offensive. These 
percentages stayed fairly consistent over the four-year study. Additionally, the researchers 
discovered that perceived model minority stereotyping was positively correlated with ethnic identity. 
It is clear that individuals’ perceptions of the stereotype can vary widely, and more research must be 
performed before we can make any assumptions regarding the Asian American population’s feelings 
about the matter.  
  Chao, Chiu, and Lee (2010) claim that model minority myth renders Asian Americans that 
are poor, mentally ill, or are experiencing other social problems such as domestic violence or 
alcoholism virtually invisible and unable to seek help in a system that does not distribute resources 
based on an unfair assumption. In 2010, they aimed to “measure American participants’ world 
views” in connection to the model minority image and their support for policies “that help the Asian 
American (vs African American) communities” (p. 47). Their study included 155 adults that 
attended a university, 80 of whom were Asian Americans and 75 of whom were European 
Americans. Participants were each given one of three possible newspaper articles. One was about a 
successful European American, one was about a successful Asian American, and one was unrelated 
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to success. After critiquing the article’s journalistic value, participants took two surveys. The first 
survey, the Implicit Theories of the World measure (Chiu, Dweck, Tong, & Fu, 1997) aimed to 
measure their perceptions on the malleability of social reality, or how “changeable” the social status 
quo is. The second survey, an unnamed measure adopted from Sidanius, Singh, Hetts, and Frederico 
(2000), aimed to assess participants’ “support for redistributive policies,” (p.48) or their support for 
governmental aides given to offset social inequalities. Chao et al.’s results revealed that, of the 
participants who believed that social change is possible, participants exposed to the model minority 
image (the newspaper article about the successful Asian American) did not support “redistributive 
policies that benefit Asian Americans” (Chao et al., 2010, p. 49).  
This lack of support is perhaps exacerbated by the possibilities reported by Kim and Lee 
(2014). Their study examined the potential influences the internalization of the model minority myth 
has on the willingness of Asian American university students to seek psychological services. The 
researchers recruited 106 Asian American undergraduates from a private institution located in the 
United States’ Northwest and distributed a survey containing four instruments. The first was a 
demographic questionnaire. The second was the Attitudes Toward Seeking Professional 
Psychological Help – Short Form created by Fischer and Farina (1995) with the intent to measure 
participants’ feelings toward seeking help from doctors for psychological distress. The third 
measure, titled the Internalization of Model Minority Myth – Achievement Orientation subscale 
published by Yoo, Burrola, & Steger (2010), sought to measure each participant’s belief that Asian 
Americans “experience more success than other racial minority groups” because of their work ethic. 
The last instrument, intended to measure participants’ Asian cultural values, was the Emotional Self-
Control, Humility, Collectivism, Conformity to Norms, and Family Recognition Through 
Achievement subscales from the Asian American Value Scale– Multidimensional (Kim et al., 2005). 
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Kim and Lee (2014) discovered that participants who had internalized the model minority myth, or 
believed the positive stereotypes surrounding Asian American individuals, were significantly less 
likely to seek help with potential psychological problems than participants who had not internalized 
the model minority generalizations. 
Research indicates that discrimination is perceived at a variety of ages, and negative 
psychological health effects are positively correlated with discrimination regardless of age, gender, 
or ethnicity. Model minority stereotyping proves more difficult to generalize, as some Asian 
American individuals indicate their disapproval of the generalizations, and some embrace them. 
Ethnic Identity 
 
Ethnic identity development. 
 Phinney, Dupont, Espinosa, Revil, and Sanders (1994) defined ethnic identity as “a feeling of 
belonging to one’s group, a clear understanding of the meaning of one’s membership, positive 
attitudes toward the group, familiarity with its history and culture and involvement in its practices” 
(p. 169). Phinney and Ong (2007) described ethnic identity as multifaceted and constructed over 
time through the actions and choices of the individual (p. 271). The categories that construct ethnic 
identity as identified by Phinney and Ong are “self-categorization and labeling, commitment and 
attachment, exploration, ethnic behaviors, ingroup attitudes, ethnic values and beliefs, importance or 
salience of group membership, and identity in relation to national identity” (2007, p. 272). While a 
complete discussion about Phinney and Ong’s aspects of ethnic identity is beyond the scope of this 
document, one of the categories warrants further refinement for the purpose of our study: ethnic 
identity exploration. According to Phinney and Ong, ethnic identity exploration is the active effort to 
find more information or connections with one’s self-identified ethnicity. 
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Mills and Murray (2017) used Phinney and Ong’s (2007) revised Multigroup Ethnic Identity 
Measure (MEIM-R) to (a) observe differences in instrument scores concerning ethnic identity 
exploration and commitment in non-Hispanic White individuals, monoracial minority individuals, 
and multiracial individuals, (b) examine MEIM-R scores and their potential to predict mental health 
concerns such as depression and anxiety, and (c) examine the MEIM-R scores and their potential to 
predict health habits such as alcoholism, diet, and exercise. Mills and Murray surveyed 145 college 
students self-identified as non-Hispanic White, monoracial ethnic minority, and mixed race utilizing 
the MEIM-R, the Hopkins Symptom Checklist (HSCL-25), and a health habits questionnaire. Mills 
and Murray discovered that ethnic identity exploration and self-reported anxiety symptoms were 
positively correlated, but no relationship was discovered between the MEIM-R and the HSCL-25 for 
individuals who reported higher levels of ethnic identity commitment (p. 328). This means that 
individuals actively seeking connections to their ethnicity also reported more anxiety symptoms. 
Researchers assert that commitment does not act as a protective force from anxiety, but instead may 
be connected to positive developmental outcomes (p. 328). When examining health habits like diet 
and exercise in relation to the MEIM-R scores, researchers found no significant correlations.    
Torres, Yznaga, and Moore (2011) sought to contribute to the understanding of the effect of 
perceived discrimination on Latinx individuals’ mental health. The researchers recruited 397 Latinx 
adults, 296 of which were women, that ranged in age from 18 to 79 from a university and the 
surrounding community in the Southwest United States. Similar to Mills and Murray (2017), Torres 
et al. (2011) utilized Phinney and Ong’s 2007 MEIM-R instrument to assess ethnic identity and 
compared the results to those gathered though two additional instruments: the Perceived Racism 
Scale for Latinos (PRSL; Collado-Proctor, 1999) and the Brief Symptom Inventory 18 (BSI-18), a 
self-report questionnaire intended to measure psychological distress symptoms like anxiety and 
18 
 
depression (Derogatis, 2000).  Torres et al. concluded that during the period of exploration, an 
individual may be more vulnerable to anxiety related to uncertainty or insecurity in ethnic identity. 
The researchers also discovered that groups of Latinx individuals who were in the throes of ethnic 
identity exploration were significantly more likely to experience high levels of psychological stress 
in the face of discrimination than individuals who are not actively exploring their culture. 
Development of ethnic identity can be widely dependent upon the educational environment 
in which the individual resides. Brown (2017) examined the “impact of the school context on Latinx 
students’ ethnic identity in a predominantly White/European community” (p. 800). Her study with 
155 Latinx children, ages 8-11, discussed the importance of ethnic identity, the importance of 
American identity, and the school context as a predictor of self-categorized ethnic label. Within this 
sample population, students who attended schools with more Latinx students placed more 
importance in their ethnic identity compared to the students who attended schools with fewer Latinx 
peers. Additionally, participants who attended schools with fewer Latinx peers reported higher 
valuation of American identity. Concerning school environment as a predictor of self-categorized 
ethnic label, Brown concluded that students with fewer Latinx teachers, as well as students who 
perceived more peer discrimination, were more likely to choose a hyphenated American label. 
Additionally, students who perceived higher levels of discrimination were less likely to choose a 
“panethnic” or country of origin label.    
Similar findings to Brown (2017) were reported by Yoon, Adams, Clawson, Chang, Surya, 
and Jeremie-Brink (2017). Yoon, et al. worked with 13 adolescents, all of whom were of Korean or 
Chinese descent located in a Midwestern metropolitan and suburban area. They conducted semi-
structured interviews that sought to investigate “ethnic identity development and cultural 
integration” of adolescent Asian Americans (1.5 and second-generation immigrants) within “family, 
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ethnic community, mainstream school, and societal” contexts (p. 67). The researchers found that 
Korean or Chinese students who attended schools with higher ethnic diversity embraced their Asian 
ethnic identity more than those who attended primarily white institutions. The researchers also 
concluded students who experienced “racial inferiority” in middle school grew to appreciate their 
ethnic identity more after they integrated into a more racially diverse high school. Additionally, 
researchers noted that model minority stereotyping was “deeply engrained” in the lives of their 
participants, including “ethnic identity development,” in the media and their school environment, in 
experiences with discrimination, and in academic/future expectations from family, peers, and society 
(p. 75). The participants admitted a negative impact to the stereotypes, but “passively embraced or 
dismissed it.” 
Asian American identity. 
Asian families are known for their strong cultural values surrounding the importance of the 
family unit, collectivism, hard work, and education (Yoon et al, 2017; Paik, Rahman, Kula, Saito, & 
Witenstein, 2017; Zhai, 2017). Many associate this with the prevalence of Confucian teachings 
throughout the continent (Yoon et al, 2017; Paik, Rahman, Kula, Saito, & Witenstein, 2017; Zhai, 
2017). Many note the importance of filial piety, or respect for one’s elders or authority, as an integral 
facet of the Asian Identity (Toyokawa & Toyokawa, 2013; Paik, Rahman, Kula, Saito, & Witenstein, 
2017; Zhai, 2017).  
However, some researchers have voiced their distaste in the hasty homogenizing of Asian 
individuals in research under these values. Paik et al. (2017) in their two-part publication addressed 
the need for researchers to delineate Asian Americans further based on three categories: “Weak” 
coethnic communities (communities comprised of primarily laborers such as Cambodians and 
Laotians), “Strong” coethnic communities (communities with professional and entrepreneurial skills 
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that can provide “newcomers” with resources, information, employment, and educational 
opportunities), and “dispersed” coethnic communities (groups who have skilled professionals who 
reply less on people from their ethnicity and in turn, have fewer opportunities to offer newcomers). 
Paik et al. assert that some coethnic groups, such as Chinese, Korean, and Vietnamese, have a 
significant advantage in the way of ethnic social structures, such as religious organizations, and 
access to education and resources. And for these reasons, the authors call for further investigation to 
be performed in the disaggregated populations in order to break the “monolithic stereotype” (Paik et 
al., 2017). The “Asian” ethnic identity is far more complex than current research allows, and future 
research may seek to fracture the Asian identity into smaller, more realistic pieces. 
 First generation Asian American individuals (second generation immigrants) are situated at a 
potentially difficult crossroad concerning the intersectionality of their Asian identity and their 
American identity. Ho and Birman (2010) examined acculturation differences between 104 
immigrant adolescents and their parents, as well as whether the gap in acculturative experiences 
hindered their parent-child relationship. The researchers utilized two pre-developed instruments, one 
to measure acculturation and one to measure family relationships, and one demographic 
questionnaire. Data suggested that if the adolescent maintained “low Vietnamese identity” while 
their parents had a “high Vietnamese identity” there was more friction in their relationship. The 
reverse was also observed to be true with adolescents who maintained “high Vietnamese identity.” 
The authors also noted that the adolescents only expressed a lower level of satisfaction with their 
parents’ parenting style (e.g. freedom given to the child to make their own choices) if the adolescent 
personally only had a “low Vietnamese identity” as represented by the Language, Identity, and 
Behavioral Acculturation Scale (LIB) developed by Birman, Trickett, and Vinokurov in 2002.  
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 Zhai (2017) examined whether Asian American parents’ “cultural orientations” were 
associated with the parental affection and parent-child conflicts. Zhai conducted a secondary 
analysis of the Study for Asian American Families (SAAF) survey from 2011 and 2012, which 
consisted of 572 Asian American parents from a group of 11 different Asian ethnic backgrounds in 
New York City. Findings indicated that “parents who endorsed and engaged more strongly toward 
their own cultural values and practices tended to have less parental nurturance (affection towards 
their children) and more conflicts with their children” (p. 7). Zhai suggested that this conflict 
between generations, similarly to Ho and Birman (2010), is a result of the gap between the children’s 
and parents’ strengths of ethnic identity.  
Ethnic identity and discrimination. 
 The role influence of ethnic identity in the mediation of the negative effects of racial 
discrimination is still uncertain. Atari and Han (2018) conducted research focused on three levels of 
ethnic identity identification as originally published by Phinney (2003): “exploration as exploration 
of one’s ethnic heritage; resolution as resolving to commit to the ethnic group membership; and 
affirmation as having positive feelings and regard toward one’s ethnic identity pp. 902-903). The 
researchers’ intent was to examine the “associations among perceived discrimination, ethnic identity 
dimensions (explained above), and psychological well-being” among the Arab community (p. 905).  
Atari and Han (2018) recruited 156 Arab American adult participants from mosques, Arab 
community associations, and universities in the Midwest United States (p. 906). The researchers 
utilized five measures: the first was Moradi and Hassan’s (2004) Schedule of Racist Events 
Modified for Use with Arab American persons (SRE-AA) intended to measure perceived 
discrimination within the Arab communities; the second was the 46-item Ethnic Identity Scale 
(Umana-Taylor, Yazedjian, & Bamaca-Gomez, 2004) intended to measure ethnic identity, including 
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exploration, resolution, and affirmation. The last variable measured, psychological well-being, was 
measured using three separate measures: self-esteem was measured with the 10-item Rosenberg 
Self-Esteem Scale (Rosenberg, 1965); overall satisfaction with life was measured using the 5-item 
Satisfaction with Life Scale (Diener, Emmons, Larsen, & Griffin, 1985); and psychological 
flourishing, including relationships and purpose in life, were measured with the 12-item Flourishing 
Scale (Diener & Briswas-Diener, 2008). Atari and Han (2018) concluded that of the three categories 
of ethnic identity identification, “ethnic resolution and affirmation, not exploration, were associated 
with positive psychological well-being outcomes” (p. 913). Researchers also concluded that ethnic 
affirmation was the only ethnic identity category to protect the individual’s well-being against the 
harmful effects associated with perceived discrimination. This is to say that even if the individual 
accepts their membership to their ethnic group, they still tend to feel the negative effects of 
discrimination. Only positive opinion of one’s ethnicity buffered the harm caused by discrimination.  
Thibeault, Stein, and Nelson-Gray (2017) reported similar findings from a multicultural 
study focused on whether ethnic belonging in men and women moderates the depressive and 
anxiety-related health impacts associated with perceived racial discrimination. Participants included 
290 students from an American Southwest university, all of whom come from Asian (36%), Latino 
(24%), Black (15%), Middle Eastern (5%), and Multiethnic (20%) backgrounds. The researchers 
used four measurements to gauge participants’ perceived discrimination stress, acculturative stress, 
affirmation and belonging, other-group orientation, and depressive symptoms (p. 200). Perceived 
impact of stress as a result of discrimination was measured using select survey items from the 
Societal, Attitudinal, Familial, and Environmental Acculturative Stress Test (SAFE; Chavez, Moran, 
Reid, & Lopez, 1997). Acculturative stress was also measured using select items from the SAFE 
test. Feelings of Affirmation, or participants’ feelings of belonging within their ethnic group, was 
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measured using the Affirmation and belonging subscale within Phinney’s (1992) MEIM survey. 
Other-group orientation, or an individual’s feelings toward ethnic groups other than their own, was 
measured using the Other-Group Orientation subscale from Phinney’s (1992) MEIM. The 21-item 
Beck Depression Inventory (BDI; Beck, Ward, Mendelson, Mock, & Erbaugh, 1961) was used to 
assess participants’ depressive symptoms.  Thibeault, Stein, and Nelson-Gray (2017) concluded that 
within this sample, a stronger sense of ethnic belonging significantly buffered the negative effects of 
perceived discrimination, specifically depression, for the female participants. The opposite was also 
true, where women with weaker affirmation reported higher rates of depressive symptoms compared 
to their male counterparts (p. 203).   
 Other empirical studies have yielded conflicting results to those discussed thus far. A study 
published by Hipolito-Delgato (2016) explored internalized racism, perceived racism, and their 
impacts on the development of ethnic identity in Latinx undergraduates from 23 different states. 
Researchers employed a demographic questionnaire, Phinney’s (1992) MEIM to measure ethnic 
identity, the Mochihua Tepehuani Scale (Hipolito-Delgato, 2010) to assess internalized racism, the 
Abbriviated Multidimentional Acculturation Scale – Spanish Language (AMAS-SLC; Zea, Asner-
Self, Birman, & Buki, 2003) to assess Spanish language proficiency, and the Everyday Perceived 
Racial Discrimination Index (EPRI; Jackson & Williams, 1995) to measure perceived racial 
discrimination.  Hipolito-Delgato’s (2016) sample consisted of 373 US-born Latinx undergraduate 
students, 69% of which were female. Researchers findings suggested that internalized racism and 
ethnic identity were negatively correlated (p. 105). Contrary to their initial hypothesis, researchers 
also discovered that perceived racism “enhanced ethnic identity development” within the sample 
population (Hipolito-Delgato, 2016, p. 105). Hipolito-Delgato pondered the possibility that 
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discrimination inspired active thought in participants about the role of ethnic identity in their lives 
(p. 105).  
Another conflicting study adds another layer of uncertainty to the current literature 
surrounding ethnic identity as a buffer to discrimination. Hong, Talavera, Odafe, Barr, and Walker 
(2018) authored a study which aimed to “examine purpose in life and ethnic identity as buffers to 
suicide ideation” for multiple minority communities. Participants were 289 undergraduate students 
who reported experience with discrimination based on their race, ethnicity, or heritage. The 
demographics of the participants were 40.8% Asian American, 32.5% Hispanic, and 26.6% Black. 
The researchers utilized six instruments to measure demographics, suicide ideation, everyday 
discrimination, psychological well-being, and religious involvement. A “comprehensive” 
demographic survey was used to record participants’ descriptive characteristics; the Adult Scale for 
Suicide Ideation (Reynolds, 1991) was used to assess the magnitude of suicide ideation; Williams, 
Yan Yu, Jackson, and Anderson’s  (1997) Everyday Discrimination Scale was employed to assess 
participants’ self-reported discrimination that is experienced on a routine, near-daily basis; like many 
studies mentioned above, the MEIM (Phinney, 1992) was used to measure ethnic identity; 
psychological wellbeing was measured using the Purpose in Life subscale of the Psychological 
Well-Being Scale (Ryff & Keyes, 1995); and the Intrinsic Religiosity Subscale of the Duke 
University Religion Index (Koenig & Bussing, 2010) was used to assess participants’ religious 
involvement. Hong et al. concluded that ethnic identity did not serve as a buffer for suicide ideation, 
a possible side effect of the anxiety and depressive side effects of discrimination, in sample group. 
However, researchers discovered that purpose in life was a significant buffer against suicide 
ideation. Research concerning ethnic identity as a buffer to the negative effects associated with racial 
discrimination seem to be in its infancy, and significantly more studies will need to be performed 
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with varied populations before we can speak with any certainty about the effect ethnic identity has 
on perceived discrimination and vice versa.  
Ethnic identity is a dynamic concept that is highly dependent upon the individual’s home and 
school life. The Asian American identity, though acknowledged to be strongly tied to family values, 
is no different, and this can cause strain between generations. Research regarding ethnic identity and 
its ability to buffer the individual from the negative psychological effects of discrimination is 
inconclusive, as it seems to differ from one study to the next.  
Conclusion 
 Ethnic identity, discrimination, model minority stereotyping, and the negative psychological 
effects of discrimination/stereotyping are important when seeking to understand the experience of 
Asian Americans. However, all the research found was either conducted with ethnic minority groups 
that are not Asian American, or the research was conducted outside of the music profession. More 
understanding is needed in the realm of music education concerning Asian American students’ 
perceived discrimination or stereotyping compared to their experiences outside of the music 
classroom or institution and their feelings about their experiences.  
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Chapter 3 
Methodology 
Researcher Lens 
 As briefly addressed earlier, I selected this topic for my master’s thesis because of my 
concern regarding stereotypes against Asian and Asian American individuals in America. Though I 
attended an ethnically diverse K-12 school district, my peers made fun of Asian students. In my high 
school, the valedictorian was a first generation Asian American, and he was constantly reminded of 
his race. One of my best friends, a first generation Korean American, would often make self-
deprecating jokes about his own (self-identified) low intelligence. Others would join in and ask him 
“why he wasn’t good at school even though he was Asian.” These statements and feelings were 
deeply engrained in the culture of my school and the overwhelming opinion was that anyone upset 
about them was “too sensitive.” Sentiments such as these always bothered me, but I was never able 
to articulate or understand why these racial comments and “jokes” were harmful to the recipients. 
Having been steeped in the music community since 2004, I have heard an abundance of 
“jokes” that portray the Asian or Asian American individual as a mechanical, technically perfect 
musician beyond the reach of any normal person. In my undergraduate years, my colleagues were 
careful to stay sensitive about the topic of race, but comments were still made about how perfect 
Asian individuals were. When asked about it, the person who made such a comment, often a White 
individual, would claim that it was a compliment about the Asian person, not a harmful insult. It was 
a perplexing racial boundary that people willingly crossed, but I never had the chance, the research 
skills, or the courage to ask why. 
I had the privilege to live in Japan for a short period where I worked as an English teacher. 
When returning to the United States to pursue my master’s degree, I knew that I wanted to study 
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Japanese music, the Japanese education system, and the Japanese language. During the preliminary 
phases of selecting my thesis topic, my original intent was to work with Japanese Americans on a 
similar topic to the present study. Upon further investigation, I discovered that the Japanese 
population surrounding the institution where this research was conducted is very small and I would 
be unable to locate participants. As such, I adjusted my topic to pertain to all Asian American 
communities. 
As a cis-gendered White male, I acknowledge that I bring certain biases to this study. Efforts 
were made to ensure the study was ethical, and culturally respectful at all points. However, the 
analysis of the data and my attempts to interpret others’ experiences will inevitably be influenced by 
my background as I seek to make sense of this information in my own reality. The sensitive topic of 
discrimination and ethnic identity is not something I have had to grapple with in my life, and while I 
seek to understand, I acknowledge that I will never truly be able to fully comprehend the experiences 
of the individuals who agreed to share their stories. As such, the results of this study can also not be 
generalized to all Asian Americans, as each individual’s experience is unique.  
Setting 
 This study took place at a large state university in the midwestern United States and is 
situated within 150 miles from a major metropolitan area. The surrounding community contains 
about 120,000 people according to the United States Census Bureau, and is fairly diverse, boasting 
approximately 15% Asian identifying and 17% African-American identifying individuals. The 
median household income as of 2016 was $39,000, with roughly 30% of the community living in 
poverty. Approximately 16% of the population surrounding campus was not born in the United 
States (US Census Bureau). 
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 According to the office of Inclusion and Intercultural relations at the university where this 
study took place, the institution had a total enrollment of nearly 48,000 students in the Fall 2017 
semester. Of those students, 43.44% of the individuals identified as White, 14.99% as Asian, 9.3% 
as Hispanic, 5.2% as African American, .06% as Native Hawaiian or Pacific Islander, and .05% as 
Native American or Alaskan Native. Just under one fourth (23%) of the university students are 
international (OIIR, 2017).   
 The collegiate music institution where the present study was conducted enrolled 691 students 
in the 2017-2018 academic year: 60% of the individuals enrolled identified as White, 8.6% Hispanic, 
8.5% Asian, and 4.2% African American. Of the 691 students, 110 (16%) individuals were not 
considered in racial demographics because they were classified as “International Students” (Division 
of Management Information, 2018). While the music school data did not breakdown the nationality 
of international students, the university’s own statistics indicated that nearly 87% of international 
students on campus hail from Asia, with the next highest group (4.6%) being from Europe. With this 
information, it can be inferred that a large portion of the 110 international music students are of 
Asian descent.  
Participant Selection 
 In order to be considered for the participation in this study, individuals had to satiate all of 
the following requirements: 
- They must identify as Asian American. 
- They must be currently enrolled at an American collegiate institution as a music major. 
- They must have completed the vast majority of their primary and secondary schooling in the 
United States. 
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It is worth noting that no generational (first gen, second gen) requirements were established for the 
purpose of this study.  
Participant candidates who fit the above criteria were identified through a network of trusted 
colleagues and administrators in the musical community surrounding the campus. Three individuals 
were identified and contacted through email about participating in the study. All three individuals 
were part of the first attempt at locating participants and all agreed to take part, so no further 
scouting was necessary. My participant pool consisted of two self-identifying females and one self-
identifying male; two of the individuals identify as Korean American, and one identifies as Chinese 
American. All three participants grew up in the suburbs surrounding Chicago, and all three 
participants were undergraduates (one sophomore and two juniors) at the same college institution at 
the time of this study. One of the participants was music performance major who recently switched 
from music education, one was a music composition major contemplating switching to performance, 
and one was a music education major.   
Consent, Anonymity, and Ethical Concerns 
Participants agreed to participate in the study on a purely voluntary basis. After confirmation 
of interest, the researcher delivered a paper-based packet to the potential participants that included a 
cover letter, a consent from, and preliminary list of potential interview questions to familiarize the 
participants with the content that could be covered in the future interviews. The cover letter 
distributed to the potential participants contained information concerning the goal of the study, 
privacy, participation risk, consent, and important contacts including the advising professor and the 
Institutional Review Board. Each participant returned the signed consent form either to the 
researcher’s School of Music mailbox or to the researcher in person. Once informed consent was 
received, the researcher commenced with the interview process outlined in the next section. 
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Seeing as these individuals were part of a convenience sample and could be in a subordinate 
role to the researcher or the advising professor, participants were informed on multiple occasions 
that their contribution would have no bearing on their performance in their classes, their role at this 
university, or their relationship with the researcher or the advising professor. They were informed 
that, regardless of whether they gave consent at the beginning, they were welcome to withdraw from 
the study at any point with no explanation necessary. As an extra precaution, the researcher reserved 
the right to intentionally exclude them from the study if the researcher thought that there may be any 
discomfort or disruption of the status quo. 
 To preserve anonymity, each participant selected a pseudonym that would be used in the 
final document. A chart containing the desired names and the descriptions of their respective owners 
can be found in the table below. 
Table 1 
Participant Descriptions 
Name Age Major Gender* Ethnicity* 
Sebastien 20 Music Composition Male Korean American 
Tessa Lee 20 Music Performance Female Korean American 
Jenny Weiss 21 Music Education Female Chinese American 
*both gender and ethnicity were self-identified by participants. 
Upon completion of the interview process, the researcher transcribed the interviews and 
provided each participant a digital copy to make any changes they felt necessary. They were 
instructed to not check for punctuation or vocal fillers, but rather confirm that the transcripts 
accurately reflected their feelings and opinions. Each participant took approximately seven days to 
return the transcripts to the researcher. Sebastien elected to make no changes, and Tessa Lee made 
occasional clarifications or briefly expanded upon answers if she deemed it appropriate. Jenny Weiss 
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supplied much more substantial comments, the vast majority of which provided more insight into her 
emotions and clarification of her thoughts after she processed them at a later time. All requested 
changes to the transcripts were made before data analysis was executed. 
Data Collection 
This qualitative study aligns with procedures observed by Nichols’ (2005) and Matsunobu 
(2018) where individuals’ thoughts, experiences, and emotions serve as the data that provides much 
needed perspective, in this case, on the insights of Asian American music school students in the 
United States. Data was collected primarily through in-depth, semi-structured interviews that were 
conducted over the course of two months. Modeled after Nichols’ study on music education 
practices in homeschool settings (2005, p. 31), the intent of the researcher was to interview each of 
the three participants three times. The first interview was dedicated exclusively to getting acquainted 
with the participant and addressing any questions or concerns that they had pertaining to the 
interviews and the purpose of our study. The second interview was significantly more substantial in 
both length and depth, where the participant and the researcher spoke for approximately one hour 
concerning their perception of their ethnic identity, their upbringing, their past and present musical 
endeavors, their familial expectations and perceived future obligations, and their feelings toward all 
these experiences. The third interview was reserved for asking follow up questions that the 
researcher may have after reviewing data from our previous interview(s). All interviews and 
interactions with these individuals regarding this study were recorded on two separate devices (a 
personal laptop and iPhone, both owned by the researcher) to ensure that no data was lost. All data 
collected from this study is stored in two places: one is a flash-drive that always remains on the 
researcher’s person, and the other is the university-provided online box storage. The research data 
including interviews and transcripts will be kept for 3 years before it is deleted.    
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The structure explained above was strictly observed for two of the three participants. One 
participant’s second interview was all-inclusive, and a third interview was not requested. In fact, the 
second discussion with that individual was so comprehensive that the researcher reflected on the 
transcript and compared it to the transcripts of the other two participants. From this comparison, the 
researcher formulated the content and follow-up questions for the third interview with the remaining 
two participants.  
Data Analysis 
 All interview recordings were transcribed by the researcher into separate Word documents, 
which were uploaded to a browser-based coding program (Dedoose). Each interview was coded 
based on the information presented by the participants rather than utilizing pre-determined codes. 
These codes were then lumped together into broad categories: family, in music, and outside of 
music. These broad categories were used to tailor the study’s research questions to better fit the data 
provided by participants. Additionally, the literature review was expanded to accommodate 
unanticipated interview topics.  
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Chapter 4 
Findings 
Upon analysis of the interviews and a categorization of codes, the three research 
questions were used to establish three broad categories: familial expectations, being Asian 
American in music, and being Asian American in society. The category of familial expectations 
was split into two subcategories, childhood and future. In this chapter, the researcher will detail 
each participant’s experiences within these categories, including passages from the interview 
transcripts.    
Familial Expectations 
Childhood. 
  All three participants indicated that familial expectations had an impact on their lives and 
their pursuit of music. Sebastien and Tessa grew up in Korean American homes and learned 
about their Korean culture from their parents. Both have Korean language abilities and 
commented on the importance of celebrating cultural holidays with their families. Jenny, who is 
ethnically Chinese American, was adopted as a baby to a White family and grew up with no 
connection to her Chinese heritage.  
Sebastien, under the requirement of his mother, began music lessons with a family friend 
at the age of four. He was initially only enrolled in violin lessons but picked up piano lessons 
soon after, though he believes that his parents disagreed with each other about his learning 
music.  
Sebastien: My dad apparently never wanted me to take music lessons for fear that I 
would try to get a career in music. And then my mom on the other hand wanted me to 
take music lessons to build my character, whatever that means. 
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Researcher: What does that mean? 
Sebastien: I don't know. She thought that taking music lessons and taking sports 
somehow correlated with my character. I don't know.  
He participated in these lessons begrudgingly throughout his childhood in addition to all his 
other activities, including figure skating, gymnastics, martial arts, tennis, golf, and track and 
field. In his family, he was the child that all other children should idolize. He explained: 
Because I did a shit ton of sports, because I did music because back then, I used to do art, 
and because I was smart, all the other families would always tell their kids to look up to 
me like as a role model. 
He believes that doing these activities was very characteristic of his Korean family unit, but he 
was the only one in his family engaging in so many activities concurrently.    
Sebastien expressed that these activities wore him down significantly in his childhood. 
Teachers and adults would approach him in wonder and ask how he could partake in so many 
extracurricular endeavors and still satiate his school obligations. His response was a simple “I 
don’t. It is killing me, man. I have no sleep, and I am dying here.” He employed strategy to get 
A’s in his classes, which consisted of not doing some homework assignments, but performing 
highly on the tests. He expressed that his strategy helped him survive the familial expectations 
from his childhood years. 
In his experience, Sebastien said that communication in Korean families is mostly 
accomplished through mothers instead of fathers. Like many of his friends, he and his father do 
not talk much unless it is “about things that need to be done” or if “something messes up and he 
will get mad and yell.” He said that Korean fathers “don’t talk about their emotions, which is 
kind of stereotypical.” If something ever went amiss in his family or the other Korean families 
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that he was close with, the father figure would blame the mother figure. In Sebastien’s opinion, 
Korean dads aim to be a “man’s man” who works hard and assumes the role of “the man of the 
family.” 
Tessa reported being very close to her family and having to adhere to many cultural 
expectations as a child. When asked about her position between her parents’ Korean values and 
as a first generation American, she expressed that, like other first-generation Americans, she is 
expected to maintain the ethnic identity taught by her parents and “hold on for dear life.” She 
explained with an example about meals:  
Every single night when I go home, I have Korean food. For every meal. I’m expected to 
be there at dinner with my entire family. To have dinner every single night. With my 
family. Breakfast every day with my family. If I’m not there, I’m not eating. You know?   
Tessa, like Sebastien, started taking music lessons at the age of four. She first began with 
piano lessons and commenced violin lessons a year later at the age of five. Unlike Sebastien, 
however, she actively desired to be involved in music. 
I always wanted to take music lessons. My cousin was like an idol to me. I thought he 
was the best thing ever. He played the violin very poorly, and I just really wanted to make 
music somehow. 
Tessa and her mother collaborated on a practice schedule and Tessa would adhere to it. Her 
mother dedicated one hour a day where she listened to Tessa’s progress and would guide her 
through etudes and scales. Tessa admitted that it may not have always been productive practice, 
but she loved playing. Due to her difficulty making friends in school, she preferred to be home 
and practicing her instruments.  
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 In addition to studying music, Tessa was also involved in a multitude of extra-curricular 
activities throughout her schooling, though she admitted that her parents were unhappy about it 
because they wanted her to do less and focus on her schooling and music. She was president of 
the philosophy club, captain of the fencing team, a member of the math team, and briefly played 
water polo. The culminating moment of this stress between parents and child was Tessa’s senior 
year in high school when she withdrew from honors courses because of how busy she was. She 
explained: 
 By the time that it was my senior year, I told them I wasn’t going to take all honors 
classes. I don’t want to. And that upset them, but it upset them because they knew I was 
doing all these...like philosophy club wasn’t really a club until my friends and I built it up 
from the ground. And no one really knows about the fencing team. All of these things 
were very obscure things and sports that like, why would my parents want me to do those 
things? They didn’t. Honestly, at that point, my parents actually wanted me to practice 
[music] more if anything.  
 Tessa believes that communication in her family can be difficult and that her family has 
their “own way of communicating, but it’s not with words.” She believes that she is in constant 
tension with her parents, but they all ignore it until “it explodes” into an argument. While she 
wants to establish a mutual respect with her parents so they can become closer, Tessa believes it 
may be difficult because she is an only child. 
Jenny, though ethnically Chinese American, was adopted and raised by a white mother 
and father. Her father’s side of the family hails from Austria, and her mother’s side from 
Belgium and France. Though they are proud of their heritage, Jenny describes their connection to 
their roots is “celebratory” and most often “associated with food.” Jenny commented multiple 
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times that her family would have supported her exploring her own ethnic identity because she 
was loved immensely, but they did not facilitate that growth at a young age. Instead, they 
“pushed the culture they knew,” which ultimately became Jenny’s culture. She also suspects that 
her adoptive parents simply didn’t know how to breach the topic of her ethnic identity with her 
and her sister, who is also adopted, and that they are afraid to talk about ethnicity. 
Jenny grappled with familial expectations surrounding her ethnicity from a very young 
age. She expressed that her mother, who is from a rural part of Wisconsin, had her own notions 
about how an Asian woman was supposed to act, speak, dress, and so forth and imprinted them 
on Jenny. She recounted her mother’s assumptions: 
 Asian girls will be docile. Asian girls will be small. They won’t weigh a lot. My mother 
would tell me this. You won't weigh a lot, you will be small. You won't have big boobs 
like me, and then she would constantly put herself and the white woman down because 
she thought that the Asian woman was better because of these beauty standards that were 
put into her. I grew up knowing that. 
Jenny felt that she had to be what her mother imagined that Asian women were; she described it 
as a template that she had to fit. When she defied the template growing up, her mother would 
make comments that would affect Jenny’s self-confidence. For example, Jenny recounted a time 
when her mother remarked that “she thought Asian women were smaller.” This bothered Jenny 
because she was unintentionally breaking the template that she was expected to fit and she felt 
that, in some way, it was her fault for not being good enough. 
 This template is also what lead her into music. Jenny believes that her mother 
unconsciously pushed her into playing the violin at age four because of her ethnicity. Jenny 
admits that there was a constant underlying tension in her mind surrounding her mother’s 
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presence in her lessons and practice. She was plagued by the question, “Are you trying to do this 
for me because they [the other moms] are Asian, or are you doing this because you want me to 
succeed?” In fact, Jenny commented that she wanted an Asian mom to tell her to practice, and 
when her mother told her to do so, she would seem just like a “parrot” of the traditional tiger 
mom, which would irritate Jenny.   
 Each of the three participants discussed both positive experiences and negative 
experiences with their families during their upbringing. Specifically pertaining to music, each of 
the three were encouraged to take part in music lessons, but Tessa was the only one who 
expressed happiness about participating; Sebastien and Jenny had complicated relationships with 
music as a result of familial expectations. In their households, family customs and traditions 
informed participants’ understandings of their ethnic identity, with Sebastien and Tessa 
experiencing support for and Jenny disclosing conflicts with.  
Future 
Sebastien believes that his parents are situated between the “Asian” mindset and the 
“Asian American” mindset in regard to his future. To him, Asian parents expect their child to be 
successful in a science-based career, while Asian American parents support their child and let 
them “do whatever they want.” His parents expected him to either join his father in the family 
warehouse business or complete a degree in computer science, which he originally entered the 
university to do. Sebastien anticipates that, like most Asian families, his parents wanted him to 
care for them after they retired. He explained: 
The only reason why they wanted me to have a career with high paying jobs, and I think 
this is kind of common in Asian families, is because they wanted me to take care of them 
when they are older, retired, and don't have a lot of money. They are probably thinking 
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that if I have a job that doesn't make a lot of money, I can't provide for them in the future. 
My answer to that was you, among Asian families, are probably in the top point five 
percent [of wealth], so you'll be perfectly fine when you're retired. 
He recalls his parents being very mad about his decision to change his major from computer 
science to music composition, but ultimately relented; however, they did tell him to not come 
“begging for money after graduation.” His mother frequently hints that he should switch back to 
a computer science degree program. Partially to placate her and partially because he does find 
computer science interesting, Sebastian is completing a minor in computer science in addition to 
his music degree.  
 Sebastien noted that since he changed his major and began studying music, the favoritism 
and praise he received from family members has waned. When he returns home and attends 
family gatherings with children around, no one will ask him about his university experience 
because they are all aware of his major. Adults will approach him at adult gatherings and ask 
about his future out of genuine concern for his financial security. He admits that these 
expectations regarding his career weigh on his mind when he is home, but he feels less pressure 
when he is on campus and living in the dorms. 
 As a self-described “chill and goofy” person who “doesn’t care about a lot of things,” 
Sebastien believes that his family expectations, both from his childhood and his current 
experiences, have influenced his tendencies to be more care-free. After being involved in so 
many school activities and maintaining the guise of the model child for years, he believes that 
the expectations wore him down and he adjusted his mindset from one of pleasing his parents to 
one of putting himself first. Sebastian credits his pursuit of music partially to his love for Chopin 
music and partially to his wishes to rebel against the expectations of his family. 
40 
 
 Tessa decided to major in music after participating in a music camp, meeting the Jupiter 
String Quartet, and winning the concerto competition at her high school. When she made this 
choice, she had already finished her college applications for programs in computer science (and 
had already been accepted into the University of Michigan), but redid them to enter the music 
education profession. Tessa believed that her mother was disappointed that she did not apply to 
an Ivy League school to become a doctor or surgeon, but her parents accepted her decision to 
major in music education because it could result in a stable job. Her father was supportive, 
telling her to “do what you want to do. There is only so much time in the world.”   
 However, Tessa’s father’s support changed when she switched her focus from music 
education to music performance. Though she was confident in her skill set and the meaningful 
connections in the music profession that she has made thus far, her parents were concerned that 
she will work at low-income fast food jobs for the rest of her life. A month before Tessa’s 
interview for this research, she spoke to her father about his comfort with her performance major 
and career prospects: 
 At the end of [winter] break, my dad told me that on a stress scale from 1-10, 10 being 
“he is going to drop dead of a heart attack this very second,” he is at a 9.5 about my 
future. 
Tessa noticed that her parents seemed less anxious when she mentioned possibly pursuing a 
master’s degree in music research. 
 Geographic location seemed to have an impact on how Tessa’s extended family views her 
chosen profession. Her family in Korea believes that the pursuit of music is a “really noble goal.” 
She explained that music and Western culture are markers of wealth in Korea, and the fact that 
she is seeking a music career is highly impressive. Her “more American” family members, 
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however, do not feel the same way. They seem to think that she is “blowing off” her collegiate 
years. 
 Jenny’s family, unlike the other two participants, were completely supportive and happy 
about her decision to pursue a career in music education. She said that it was “a privilege of 
being loved.” Her aunt is a teacher and her grandmother was a teacher, so the addition of another 
teacher to the family was a happy occasion. Her family has always been supportive of her 
involvement in music. Her mother attended every concert in Jenny’s high school years and has 
traveled to see a few of her collegiate concerts as well. Even when Jenny thought her playing 
was awful, her mother would state that her playing was beautiful, and she “genuinely meant it.” 
Jenny’s mother even began playing the violin and was still pursuing it at the time of our 
interview. 
 However, Jenny still grapples with the expectations she feels as an adopted child. She 
feels an immense pressure to succeed because she wants to prove to her family that they didn’t 
make a mistake in adopting her. Since she was a child, her family has treated her adoption from 
China as a profound and beautiful experience: 
 My conception into the world is religious sometimes the way my parents talk about it is 
very, “We don't know where you came from but God, we prayed and you're here and it is 
a miraculous and beautiful thing!” From the very beginning it has been this profound 
thing, and now I feel this... Now I have to be profound… 
These expectations weigh on her mind, and she anticipates them intensifying as she completes 
her coursework and moves home to begin student-teaching. 
 Jenny also stated that she feels an “enormous responsibility to succeed” because of her 
family’s expectations on her as an individual of Asian descent. She has multiple cousins who are 
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also attending universities to pursue teaching degrees, but she believes that they do not feel the 
same pressure as her. They are White individuals who are attending institutions that are “aligned 
with White culture,” and they fit into the expectations of the family as White adults. Jenny feels 
that even though she is a part of the family, she is still different because of her ethnicity, and she 
has a different set of expectations from the biological members of her family: 
 I am ethnically Chinese, and I have and always will be fighting, validating, and 
reconciling with myself and the expectations put upon Chinese women in the US. My 
face, my body, my very being elevates every encounter I have in White society. So, to 
answer your question: Yes, I feel an enormous responsibility in my family to succeed. I 
can't succeed like my cousins. I need to succeed like an Asian person would – and that's 
their expectation on me that I have internalized to the core of my being.    
As the participants discussed their experiences as future music professionals, descriptions 
of tension and pressure to succeed were a constant presence in conversations. However, there 
were differences among their individual experiences with the pressure to succeed. Sebastien and 
Tessa felt pressure from their families to succeed in music so they did not disappoint their family 
members; they perceived that they caused tension and angst in their families. Jenny did not 
experience negative pressure from her family to be successful in music, however, she did 
experience much self-imposed pressure. Jenny felt that, because her family talked about her 
adoption as being an answer to their prayers, she was obligated to succeed as a musician to not 
let anyone down.  
Being Asian in Society 
Sebastien felt that an “average Joe” imagines Asians to be smart, good at math, and good 
at music. As such, he is approached often by peers to help with homework from classes outside 
43 
 
of his music major, such as chemistry and calculus. When asked if he has had the opportunity to 
discuss discrimination or inequalities in his classes at the university, he responded with “It hasn’t 
come up very often.” However, from his vantage point as a music major at this particular 
university, he does not observe a large amount of obvious discrimination around him. He is 
uncertain if this absence of discrimination is due to the high representation of Asian and Asian 
American individuals on campus.  
 Tessa was the recipient of bullying as a child. When she first entered a private school as a 
child, students would complain about the home-prepared Asian food she brought for lunch 
because of the smell. She felt shameful of her cultural differences from her peers and simply 
wanted to fit in. When she would gather with her peers, they would throw wood chips at her 
while barraging her with racial slurs like “Jap” or “Chink.” One peer even broke her finger while 
they were all out sledding. She described the bullying she received as “pretty horrific.” 
 As an adolescent, she was still discriminated against, but in a different fashion. The 
microaggressions differed depending on the age of the aggressor. She felt that when she received 
judgment from older individuals, it was always “nice.” She described it as “very model Asian 
comments.” They would comment on how smart and detail oriented she was or her diligence. 
When the aggressor was around her age, they would use the previously discussed phrase “it is 
natural for you.” They would claim that her abilities were obtained through unfair ethnic 
advantages. In high school, she admits that she would “tell them off” because she worked hard 
for her achievements.   
 Even though she experienced harassment as a child based upon her ethnicity, Tessa 
doesn’t think that it is “even a papercut compared to what happened in the 1920s, 1930s, and 
1940s.” She believes that the history surrounding Asian immigration to America has been 
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forgotten. From her perspective, American society is neglecting acknowledgment of Asian-
related American history, and she sees that as wildly inappropriate: 
 I didn't learn anything about the internment camps or anything [in grade school]. We 
talked about Pearl Harbor and how we were attacked by terrible Japanese, and all this 
stuff. There is this demonization of the Asian race. In this country today… it's been swept 
under the rug. I don't think that I have personally felt like any sort of prejudice because of 
it, but I think that it has made me perceive myself differently than how other people see 
themselves. 
 Furthermore, Tessa believes that Asian American individuals whose families have been in 
the United States for decades are being unfairly compared to the Asian individuals who are 
immigrating now. While reading a book required for a collegiate course in the school of music, 
she stumbled upon a table that detailed the average income for each ethnicity, and Asian 
Americans were one of the top earning ethnicities identified. She was furious, because in her 
mind, this was not an accurate depiction of the Asian American experience. When speaking in 
reference to the chart, she exclaimed: 
This is not representative at all of what Asian Americans are experiencing. Probably 90% 
if not more of the Asian American families that moved here during the beginning of the 
1900s or even before then, they’re in the exact same place that they were. 
She believes that the individuals immigrating from Asian right now are generally wealthy, and it 
is not fair to those families who have suffered from the traumatic discrimination in the past and 
are still struggling financially. 
 Tessa is concerned that with the misrepresentation of Asian Americans’ wealth and the 
high number of Asian immigrants who have absorbed Western culture, Asian communities have 
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become too comfortable with being “model minorities.” She feels that they need to acknowledge 
the past: 
 I think that they are way too comfortable. I think that we have to own up to our history 
and be like, “Look at what happened. This is awful and traumatic. There are so many 
families that are still hurting from it. Terribly.” 
Despite these feelings, she fears that she cannot voice her opinion on the matter because her 
family did not experience the vilifying that Asian American communities endured in the early 
and mid-20th century. She wants to avoid seeming like a White savior figure. Though she is not 
White, she believes that on a racial spectrum, she is close. 
  Jenny, like the others, has had instances where people assume her intelligence based on 
ethnicity. These individuals assume that she is smart, and she loathes these hasty stereotypes. She 
does believe that she is intelligent, but “not in the way that they are trying to put it on” her. She 
doesn’t want her mental capabilities to be a cultural expectation and, having learned the 
stereotypes as a child from her family, she feels it is the same expectation, the same template that 
she cannot fit. She voiced her frustration: 
It is a template. And once they find out that you didn't [fit the template], it is almost MY 
fault that I didn't fulfill the expectation [for the other person]. It is bullshit. 
Jenny feels that if people keep projecting these stereotypes onto her, she will always be defying 
their template and letting them down. 
 Jenny has been mistaken for other Asian students by her music teachers on multiple 
occasions. The first occurrence was in high school. A guest performer delivered a small 
masterclass in her orchestra. After a great class, he approached Jenny and complimented her on 
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her wonderful piano skills. Unfortunately, it had not been Jenny playing the piano, but a female 
Vietnamese classmate. 
 I was so taken aback in that moment that my reaction wasn't the greatest, but I said 
something along the lines of, "Yeah, that wasn't me, that was my friend, but I know it's 
really easy to mix two Asian girls up, so thanks?" And then I just left him standing there, 
looking lost and surprised. I surprised myself, but I didn't think too much about that 
interaction. I just went along with my day. 
The second occurrence was more recent, in one of her upper division collegiate music courses. 
The instructor for the course mistook her for another student in front of the class on multiple 
occasions. Jenny’s reaction was to shrug her shoulders and just say “come on!” These sorts of 
misunderstandings surprise Jenny, not because she is bogged down by them, but because it 
reminds her that this is Asian. Growing up in a White family and “benefiting from White 
privilege,” she doesn’t think of herself as an Asian girl often.   
Jenny fears that she does not fit in with other Asian individuals. During her first year in 
college, she attended a recruiting event for an Asian American sorority. They advertised that they 
welcomed all Asian groups, not just East Asian. Jenny, along with her Chinese and her Indian 
American roommates, elected to attend the social. When they arrived, Jenny noted that it was a 
homogeneous group of beautiful and perfect Korean girls; she felt out of place. The girls tried to 
convince her and her Indian American roommate that they wanted them, but Jenny was not 
convinced and felt like they were lying to them. After this experience, Jenny had no interest in 
exploring her ethnicity in extracurricular activities at her university.   
 In addition to not fitting into the sorority, Jenny has noticed that her conversations with 
other Asian individuals often ends in her feeling rejected. When she meets another Asian person, 
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they want to talk to her about something Asian. They get excited about the possibility to talk to 
another Asian person, but when they discover she is adopted, the conversation “fizzles.” Jenny 
described it as an “interesting experience,” because the other person thought they could share 
themselves with her, but recoil after they find out she is not like them: 
It's like being rejected over and over again by your own culture, but you never even got a 
word in. All I had to do was say I was adopted and then all the interest is gone and its 
replaced with a sad sort of fascination or pity. 
 Even though she is ethnically Chinese American, Jenny is unsure that her voice has a 
place in the Asian American community. She feels as though her perspective is that of a White 
woman, but with the face of an Asian American. She detailed: 
I don’t even know if I belong in this conversation [about Asian American identity]. That 
is the saddest, saddest injustice, I think. I know it is fucked up to say that. Because I can't 
have this... Let’s flip it, then. White. Would I be talked to about white culture then? No! I 
will always be the Asian American! 
Jenny is situated between two identities, both of which she believes she does not fill. She feels 
separate from the Asian American identity, and her face prevents her from ever truly being part 
of the culture she was raised in. She is not sure where her voice fits: “I feel like it feels 
specifically hard because you don't know when your voice is needed. If it is both sides [Asian 
and White]. Can I even say it is both fully?” 
As she nears the end of her undergraduate years, Jenny is grappling with complex 
feelings around her ethnicity and her desire to become a music teacher. While she feels a 
responsibility to be a teacher to provide ethnic diversity to the profession, she again fears that she 
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is not a valid member of the Asian American community. She is afraid that she is only in her 
current position by unfairly utilizing the privilege that she was given: 
Because then I feel bad, because then am I taking the place of a person who is actually 
from a Chinese American household whose mom got pennies from working in their 
Chinese restaurant? Am I taking someone's place just because of this white privilege I 
was just luckily placed into it? Am I taking someone's place with their face? Is this an 
injustice to them? Should they be the ones fronting music ed? Should they be the ones 
having this conversation right now? 
In jest, she expressed that she feels like “she was colonized.” In an edit to her transcript, she 
noted that she has grown weary defending her White upbringing and Asian face. She may spend 
time exploring the complex feelings she has about her ethnicity and culture.   
 Of the three participants, Sebastien spoke the least about his identity as an Asian American in 
the larger society, only commenting that generally, people assume that Asians are all intelligent. 
However, Tessa and Jenny shared multiple stories and perspectives that involved situations where 
they were stereotyped because of their ethnicity. Like Sebastien, both Tessa and Jenny felt as Asian 
Americans, their intelligence was assumed, but Jenny reported once again feeling the pressure of the 
template she grappled with as a child. Tessa believed the Asian American individual is 
misrepresented in society, but some of the Asian American community has become too comfortable 
with society’s image of the Asian as a model minority.  
Being Asian American in Music 
 Sebastien received a large amount of criticism from his non-musician peers for being an 
Asian music major. One story he shared involved his joining a new friend group who enjoyed 
going to the movie theater. A particular member of the group constantly treated Sebastien as if he 
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knew nothing because he was an Asian individual who is pursuing a career in music. Sebastien 
attributed this to the assumption that there are two types of Asian students: 
 There are two kinds of Asians. Either the kind that's really smart or the kind that’s super 
stupid and there's no middle ground for some reason. The instant he learned that I was a 
music major, he just assumed I was a dumber one. And throughout the whole entire year, 
and even now, it's like he just treats me like I'm an idiot. 
Though Sebastien helps this person with their homework occasionally, he is still underestimated 
and treated poorly for being an Asian music major. When his peers realized that he was originally 
a computer science major, they chastised him for his decision to switch majors and accuse him of 
taking the easy way out. They use his ethnicity and his major as “leverage against him” and 
degrade him. 
 Having been treated differently by his peers outside of music, Sebastien feels more 
comfortable and more accepted within the school of music community at his university. He 
believes that all musicians understand one another and are all “weird” regardless of background. 
One experience that pleasantly surprised him took place outside of a lecture hall where students 
were working on music theory homework. He provided them with the answer, but they were 
skeptical and kept searching for the answer on their own. He explained: 
 That was pleasantly surprising because no one really assumes my intelligence. They 
didn't think I was dumb; they were just making guesses based off of what they knew 
because I was just saying something that they couldn't understand. They were just kind of 
wary of it. They didn't take my word because I was Asian. 
This encounter was nice for him because it allowed him to “feel normal for once.” He does not 
feel singled out by his ethnicity and has not noticed any bias in any of his classes or ensemble 
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settings from the professors and very seldom feels judgment from his musician peers. He 
believes that his professors are fair to all students. He has noticed that there are a large number of 
Asian individuals in the school of music, and he is unsure if the lack of discrimination is a result 
of the high representation. 
 When asked about their experience as composers in the music school, both Sebastien and 
Tessa stated they do not feel pressured to compose with reference to their culture. Both 
individuals feel welcome to pursue their own styles and serve their own interests. Tessa pursues 
an “Eastern European feel,” something similar to Shostakovich, and Sebastien also writes in the 
Western classical music cannon. Sebastien, who was still a composition major at the time of the 
interview, expressed his pleasure with being tasked with different styles and theoretical devices 
to create new pieces.  
 Tessa is uncertain if the looks and disfavor she receives from her music school peers are 
ethnically driven or if they are driven by how confident she is in her abilities. She maintains a 
“strong personality” and is “unabashedly herself.” Tessa likes to work very hard for everything 
she does, and “doesn’t do mediocre work.” She believes that people in the collegiate school of 
music setting are socially aware enough to not state racial biases outright, so she is not sure if it 
ties to her culture. She has received some ethnically driven comments from conductors. One 
conductor at the university she attends, while requesting that the orchestra number their measures 
before next rehearsal, stated that he “wasn’t worried about any of the Koreans out there.” Tessa 
knows that the conductor is married to a Korean woman and has a closer connection with 
Koreans, but she thinks it was still slightly off-putting and weird. She has noticed that if he 
makes any racial generalizations, it is usually about Koreans.   
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 When I asked her about representation in conversations of diversity in the school of 
music setting, Tessa firmly believed that Asian Americans are often left out. In her experience, 
when discussions surrounding race and ethnicity come up, there are only two perspectives that 
are considered: the African American experience and the Latinx experience. She believes that 
people leave Asian Americans out of the conversations because it is “hard to articulate what it is 
like to be oppressed in a way that is not completely overt.” Though Tessa believes the music 
education faculty to be very open to the sensitive discussions surrounding race and ethnicity in 
the classroom, Asian Americans are still left out at her university in the classes she has taken. 
She believes that more can be done: 
 They [the professors at the university] get students from all of the place that are all the 
same. Most of them are white, most of them are upper-middle-class, or upper class. Let's 
just put it out there. Let's just say it. No reason to hide. And most of them are male. Talk 
about privilege in the room. There is no way to unpack other narratives without first 
unpacking privilege with them. …I'm not going to change the world by sitting there and 
blabbing on and on about how the world is unjust. It has to change from the people. The 
whole mindset has to change, and I can't do that by myself. 
 Jenny felt that she is fulfilling a stereotype as a female violinist in the music setting. As a 
high school musician, she was assigned first chair in the orchestra. Jenny insisted that she was 
not a good player, but like the five first-chair occupants before her, she is an Asian female. In a 
way, she felt that she was “fulfilling a prophecy: because she is Asian, she is supposed to be 
good.” When asked if these expectations persist in the collegiate school of music, she expressed 
that the expectation to be a good musician at the front of the section still exists. Her response is 
“Stop. We all know better now. We are older and that kind of thing is done. People are tired of 
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it!” She is comfortable addressing these stereotypes, and she believes her colleagues are liberal 
enough to not sink lower and press the joke any further. 
In addition, the idea of achieving maximum Whiteness, was discussed during Jenny’s 
interviews. She feels that Asian students in music are working toward the “White standard” and 
when an Asian player is gifted or accomplished, that person is celebrated for “achieving 
Whiteness.” In her words, “Look at this Asian person that has achieved Whiteness. But it is still 
White. It is still a White bar. You are still underneath that.” To Jenny, no matter how much 
success an Asian person achieves in the Western classical music world, they are still below the 
bar set by White individuals. The Asian individual wouldn’t be acknowledged by the majority in 
the West if they rose to the top of the Chinese musical culture because it means nothing for their 
“Whiteness.” 
 Another story that Jenny shared took place in her university music history course. The 
full semester of the course had been dedicated exclusively to Western classical music at her 
university, Jenny was mildly excited to hear that they would be learning about a piece that 
mentioned Asia. The title of the piece was Nixon in China. The class talked about the politics 
around Nixon’s monumental visit to China, and they watched an excerpt of the opera. Jenny was 
horrified when they watched a scene of a Chinese woman who had her hands bound above her 
head and made references of rape and abuse. She was angered that after sitting through a full 
year of learning the “history of music,” the first time she sees or hears about someone who looks 
remotely like her, they are a victim of violence. Even more frustrating was the fact that the piece 
was shown to them to engage in conversation around Richard Nixon.  
The three participants mentioned frustration about the comment, “You’re Asian, so it is 
natural for you.” This sentiment has been expressed to each of them and, each time, its intention 
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has been to discount their efforts. Sebastien, who plays piano and viola very proficiently, hears 
this comment most often when people discover he plays two instruments: 
 It's not like it comes easily to me. I worked my butt off for a decade and a half to get to 
where I am, but people will say of course you're Asian, you're good at it. I'll say “no, I 
practiced since I was 6 years old and sometimes, I would sit at the piano and practice for 
5 hours at a time because my mom made me.” 
Sebastien spoke at length about his lack of understanding for why people think that he did not 
work hard; he doesn’t like that his achievements are attributed to his race. Sebastien did 
acknowledge that he maintains a certain level of privilege as an Asian individual that has allowed 
him to pursue music, but the hard work put into achieving a high level of proficiency should not 
be discounted.  
 Tessa has experienced a variation of this phrase throughout her life. Growing up, people 
would tell her “it comes natural to you because you are you,” but she knew they were implying 
that her ethnicity played a role. She notices that people in the collegiate school of music setting 
do not say the phrase outright, but the familiar feeling is still there. As stated previously, she 
acknowledges that she works very hard, but she did acknowledge that it is difficult to discern if 
people’s judgment in the school of music are ethnically driven, or if her peers are simply 
targeting her for the high level of effort she exerts. She feels when she is at school, she distances 
herself from her ethnic identity because she doesn’t have time to figure out how to be a musician 
and how navigate her ethnicity simultaneously. 
 Jenny did not say that she experienced the phrase personally, but she has seen it used 
against people she is close with. One of her friends, who is also Asian American, always comes 
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to class prepared and ready to learn, and Jenny has noticed her friend’s efforts in class are often 
minimized by her peers based on her ethnicity. Jenny passionately explained: 
 I can't speak for her experience, but I know she has talked to me about it. I can't say I 
know what she is going through, but she was like - it is so fucking unfair that the work 
she is doing is gone. It is like people won't recognize it, and that is so fucked up. Because 
it is like - oh she is Asian, so she gets it. 
Each of the participants has had some experience with a variation of the phrase “You’re Asian, so 
it is natural for you” in the realm of music, and all three agree that it is a frustrating remark to 
receive. 
 As students in the school of music, all three participants have encountered assumptions 
about their work as musicians that are rooted in their being Asian American. All three discussed 
feelings of being discounted or victims of stereotyping, sharing in discriminatory experiences 
aimed at them directly or directed towards another Asian American person. The most prevalent 
of these being their encounters with the phrase “You are Asian, so it is natural for you.” 
Furthermore, both Tessa and Jenny reported feeling as though the Asian American perspective 
was missing from the conversations about diversity and history in their classes. In spite of these 
experiences, however, Sebastien expressed his comfort with the environment, stating that it is 
much better than outside the music school. 
Summary 
Each participant discussed familial expectations in relation to their childhood and their future 
careers. Each individual had their own struggles with family expectations: Sebastien was expected to 
be a model child and get a computer science degree so that he could take care of his parents; Tessa 
was expected to be involved in fewer activities and seek a career with a steady job; Jenny had to 
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contend with the ethnic image that her mother tried to project onto her. Each participant indicated 
that their family was important to them and played a role in their initial pursuit of music. However, 
Jenny’s family was the only one pleased about the respective participant’s desire to major in music. 
All three participants’ disclosed experiences with ethnic generalizations in society. Each 
reported feeling ostracized because of their ethnicity in some way. Sebastien and Jenny felt as 
though their intelligence was presumed, and Tessa felt treated as either a model minority by older 
adults or as having an unfair advantage as an Asian American. Additionally, Tessa reported feeling 
offended by the ignoring of Asian American history, and that Asian American communities have 
become too comfortable being labeled as a model minority. 
Participants’ experiences with ethnic generalizations also took place within the collegiate 
school of music setting. All three individuals reported having experience with a variation on the 
phrase “you are Asian, so it is natural for you,” and they felt it unfair to receive that comment. 
Despite occasionally feeling unfairly judged as an Asian musician, Sebastien reported feeling more 
comfortable within the school of music setting. Jenny felt that she was living up to a stereotype as an 
Asian female violinist and reported feeling angered by the lack of the Asian perspective in her music 
history courses. Tessa felt similarly, stating that in her mind, the Asian American experience is left 
out of conversations surrounding the experiences of non-White individuals.   
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Chapter 5 
Discussion and Conclusions 
 The purpose of this study was to examine the experiences of three Asian American 
students in a collegiate school of music setting through in-depth, semi-structured interviews. This 
study aimed to address the large lack of data concerning the experiences of the Asian American 
individual in a collegiate music school setting, and to provide these three students with a 
platform on which to share their stories. In this chapter, the researcher will analyze the 
participants’ findings and connect them to the existing body of literature concerning ethnic 
identity and discrimination. The following discussion is structured using the research questions 
as the section headings: (1) What role did each individual’s home life and childhood have in their 
pursuit of music? (2a) How might they have experienced discrimination or stereotpying 
pertaining to their Asian American ethnicity in general? (2b) How might they have experienced 
discrimination or stereotyping pertaining to their Asian American ethnicity in the collegiate 
school of music setting? Following analysis of the findings, the researcher will discuss the 
limitations of the study, as well as the implications and suggestions for future research.   
Research Question 1 
What role did each individual’s home life and childhood have in their pursuit of 
music? 
 Both Sebastien and Tessa indicated that their families have similar values to those 
identified in previous research (Toyokawa & Toyokawa, 2013; Yoon et al, 2017; Paik, Rahman, 
Kula, Saito, & Witenstein, 2017; Zhai, 2017). Both Korean American households emphasized 
the importance of family, filial piety, and education. Sebastien and Tessa seemed to highly value 
their family and their culture but were willing to deviate from the educational expectations, and 
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by extension, the filial piety values when they decided to pursue a career in music. Both 
individuals still respected their elders and parents but were willing to put their own desires and 
goals above the cultural expectations they experienced at home. It is possible that these 
departures from the traditional values of their parents were a result of the educational 
environments Tessa and Sebastien grew up in (Brown, 2017; Yoon et al. 2017). Given the 
disagreements that both individuals reported with their families over their decisions to major in 
music, it is possible that, consistent with the findings of Ho and Birman (2010) and Zhai (2017), 
Tessa and Sebastien may maintain “lower” ethnic identities in comparison to their parents. These 
discrepancies could result in the friction between the participants and their parents regarding 
their career paths.    
 Jenny, having grown up in a White household, did not experience the same value systems 
(importance of family, filial piety, and value of education) that Tessa and Sebastien did. 
However, Jenny experienced racial assumptions associated with model minority stereotyping 
(Thompson, Kiang, and Witkow, 2016) in her home as her mother projected her own image of 
Asian women onto Jenny. This included the initial enrollment of Jenny into violin lessons as a 
child. Unlike the other two participants, Jenny’s family was happy when she elected to pursue 
music, which could be indicative of the difference in cultural values.  
Research Question 2a 
How might they have experienced discrimination or stereotyping pertaining to their 
Asian American ethnicity in general? 
Tessa and Jenny’s concerns about Asian American history being forgotten echoed those 
of many participants identified in Endo’s (2012) study with Japanese high school students. One 
student, like Tessa, was flabbergasted when they were not taught the truth surrounding World 
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War II Japanese internment camps. Many students in Endo’s study also reported feeling left out 
of conversations surrounding the history of Asian Americans. Tessa’s feelings of historical 
neglect are shared with other Asian American individuals, though I was unable to locate any 
survey data to discern just how prevalent these feelings are within the Asian American 
community. 
 Tessa’s assertion that Asians and Asian Americans becoming comfortable with the model 
minority label is substantiated by Thompson et al.’s (2016) study. Nine percent of the high 
school-aged participants felt that model minority stereotypes were a positive thing that filled 
them with pride. While the sample size was relatively small, it is clear that some individuals are 
indeed comfortable with the positive assumptions pointed toward them. This is not to assume 
that these individuals blatantly ignore the history surrounding Asian communities in America, 
but their acceptance and proud embodiment of these generalizations authored in 1966 and that 
are currently in use as leverage against other minority populations presents a unique internal 
dilemma for the Asian American community.  
Research Question 2b 
How might they have experienced discrimination or stereotyping pertaining to their 
Asian American ethnicity in the collegiate school of music setting? 
Sebastien was expected to be smart, Tessa was expected to be diligent, and Jenny was 
expected to be a good violinist, and all three reported experiences with the phrase “You’re Asian, 
so it is natural for you.” Each of the participants experienced a type of model minority 
stereotyping related to their participation in music. According to Thompson and Kiang (2010), 
encounters with model minority stereotyping is common among adolescents, and often reference 
the recipient’s intelligence or work ethic. Music settings, be they grade school or the collegiate 
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level, are not free from these assumptions. Even in a school with a high representation of Asian 
and Asian American individuals, both in the music school and the university at large, these three 
young musicians reported contact with model minority stereotypes. Similar to the 25% of Asian 
participants from Thompson and Kiang’s (2010) study and 15% of the Asian participants from 
Thompson, Kiang, and Witkow’s (2016) study, all three participants felt negatively about their 
experiences being assigned expectations based on their ethnicity regardless of whether or not 
they were “positive” stereotypes.  
However, Sebastien’s reported comfort within the school of music indicates that the 
perceived model minority expectations (Thompson and Kiang, 2010; Thompson, Kiang, and 
Witkow, 2016) he feels from other sources on campus are lessened within the music community. 
This could indicate that the individuals within the school of music at which he studies are more 
sensitive toward the inclusion of different ethnicities, or as he pointed out, the high 
representation of Asian individuals within the school could discourage the vocalization of racial 
stereotypes. Alternatively, the school of music setting may serve as a counterspace (Harwood et 
al., 2018), for Sebastien, providing him a space in which he feels more comfortable compared to 
other locations on campus.  
Both Jenny and Tessa reported feeling as though the Asian and Asian American 
perspective was missing from their music courses. Despite an exhaustive search, I was unable to 
find any research regarding the Asian American identity in the music classroom setting of any 
level, and I cannot connect many of the experiences of these young Asian American musicians to 
any empirical literature. I am unable to make any reasonable assertions, and I am unable to 
assess whether their experiences are representative of the population or are a result of 
confounding factors. This could mean that Tessa and Jenny’s feelings that the Asian American 
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identity is missing from conversations of diversity and history could have substantial validity 
across the profession.  
Limitations 
 Participant selection for the present study was done through convenience rather than a 
random selection process. All three individuals attend the same university and likely have 
overlapping friend and professional groups. This could lead to similar responses and experiences 
between participants in the collegiate school of music setting. Because of this, the interviews 
with these individuals should not be considered representative of the Asian American 
community, but rather an intimate unpacking of the experiences of three Asian American music 
majors.   
 Additionally, each participant had previous experience working with the researcher in the 
classroom or ensemble setting. This familiarity could have resulted in much more candid and 
comfortable interviews or could have resulted in much more reserved and professional answers. 
While efforts were taken to minimize this limitation, such as discussion of consent and the 
participants’ right to withdraw from the study without repercussion at any point, the possibility 
still existed.  
Implications and Suggestions for Future Research  
 Given the large number of Asian students involved in music, the lack of research 
regarding the Asian and Asian American perspectives in the music classroom is baffling. The 
perspectives shared by the three individuals in the present study provide researchers and 
practitioners alike with the much-needed perspective of Asian American music students. In a 
profession dominated by White teachers (Elpus, 2015), the opportunity to hear the perspective of 
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individuals outside of the majority can be instrumental in constructing inclusive and culturally 
sensitive classroom environments.  
 Each participant reported experiencing some sort of model stereotyping in the music 
setting. It is my hope that through the reading of these students’ stories, music teachers will make 
active efforts to prevent potential psychological damage within Asian American students that 
results from model minority stereotypes (Chao et al., 2010; Kim & Lee, 2014). As responsible 
teachers and mentors, we must discourage all discrimination and stereotyping in our classrooms, 
even if the comments are not the same hate speech that we actively discourage. If we wish to 
help students from Asian backgrounds, we must first acknowledge the model minority 
stereotype, and we must alter the fundamental biases that permeate the musical community at all 
levels.   
 Further research is necessary concerning Asian American experiences in the music 
settings. A variety of surveys and interviews should be conducted to discern whether Asian 
Americans across the country report experiencing stereotyping or discrimination in the music 
settings at all levels. A comparison between age groups and perceived stereotyping would allow 
researchers to distinguish whether these perceptions are found most often within certain age 
ranges or if perceived stereotyping and discrimination persist through all age ranges. 
Furthermore, effort should be taken by researchers to measure Asian Americans musicians’ 
attitudes and feelings toward any model minority stereotyping they report (Thompson et al., 
2016), as opinions may vary.  
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Appendix A: Participant Consent Form 
 
Univers ity of  I l l inois  
at Urbana-Champaign  
 
School of Music 
1114 W. Nevada Street 
Urbana, IL 61801 
November XX, 2018 
 
 
 Asian American Identity in the Collegiate Music School Setting 
You are being asked to participate in a research study I am conducting at the University of 
Illinois Urbana-Champaign. The title of this research is “The Asian American Identity in the 
Collegiate Music School Setting.” 
You have been asked to participate in the research because of your unique position as an Asian 
American music school student who has valuable insight that can potentially aid future 
educators in understanding the adversities experienced by the Asian American musician. You 
and approximately three other individuals at the University of Illinois Urbana-Champaign will be 
asked to complete written responses and participate in three interviews from November 2018 
to February 2019. The first interview will be dedicated to answering your questions about the 
study, gathering background information, and gathering any information about your future 
goals or expectations. The second interview will be dedicated in-depth inquiry about your 
upbringing, cultural identity, experience in music, experience in the music school setting, and 
how these various facets intersect in your life. The third interview will be used for any follow up 
questions that stem from the analysis of the previous interview(s).   
We are welcome to meet in any space and time that you feel is most comfortable for you. A 
private space can be secured if it is desired.  
Each interview will be recorded on two recording devices and will be transcribed in the future. 
After the transcription has been completed, I will provide you with a transcript for you to esure 
that it is an accurate depiction of your experiences and your opinion. Each interview should 
take approximately 30-45 minutes, but this time may vary depending on the volume of material 
discussed.  
Participation in this study is completely voluntary, and you are welcome to choose not to 
participate or withdraw your consent at any point in the study. You are reserved the right to 
refuse to answer any question throughout the study without penalty. There are no foreseeable 
risks to yourself by participating in this study beyond those experienced in daily life. However, 
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your participation may provide future educators valuable insight into the experiences of the 
Asian music student and the adversities that they may face. Your privacy will be protected to 
the maximum extend of allowable by law. In order to protect your privacy, you will be given the 
option to select a pseudonym that will be used in the final research paper. Faculty, students, 
and staff who may see your information will maintain confidentiality to the extent of laws and 
university policies. Personal identifiers will not be published or presented. All digitally recorded 
data would be stored under secure conditions and kept for three years, upon which it will be 
destroyed.   
As compensation for their time, participants who complete all study activities will receive a $30 
gift certificate to an establishment of their choice at the conclusion of the third interview.  
If you have any questions about this project, please contact me at (254) 289-3842 or by e-mail 
at jlswift2@illinois.edu.  Alternatively, you may contact Dr. Bridget Sweet at 
bsweet@illinois.edu. If you have any questions about your rights as a participant in this study or 
any concerns or complaints, please contact the University of Illinois Institutional Review Board 
at 217-333-2670 or via email at irb@illinois.edu.  
Sincerely, 
 
 
Justin Swift 
Master’s of Music Education Student 
University of Illinois at Urbana-Champaign  
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
73 
 
The Asian American Identity in the Collegiate Music School Setting 
 
CONSENT FORM 
 
Please check one of the following, sign below, and return one signed copy of this document and 
form to me in person or to my school of music mailbox. Alternatively, completed form may be 
scanned and sent to me at jlswift2@illinois.edu  
 
 
Thank you,  
Justin Swift 
 
 
_________ I have read and understood this consent letter and voluntarily agree to participate, 
including having my interviews audio recorded. 
 
  ____ I prefer to receive transcriptions via email. I will return any  
changes via email. Email address: 
 
   ________________________________________ 
 
  ____ I prefer to receive transcriptions via hard copy.  
  
 
_________ I will NOT give consent to participate in this research study. Thank you, but I will 
not be participating.  
 
 
_________________________________________________ 
Name 
 
_________________________________________________ 
Signature 
 
_________________________________________________ 
Email Address 
 
____________________________________ 
Date 
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Appendix B: Guiding Interview Questions 
 
Asian American Identity in the Collegiate Music School Setting 
Interview Questions 
Descriptive Information 
1. What is your name? 
2. Concerning gender, how do you identify? 
3. Where are you from? 
4. What is your major? 
5. Which instrument(s) do you play? 
6. From which country(ies) did your ancestors originate from?  
Upbringing  
1. Were you raised with any cultural traditions indicative of this ethnicity? If so, could you 
please describe them to me.   
a. If so, do you aim to preserve these cultural traditions within yourself? How do 
you plan to do this?  
2. At what age did you start studying music/taking music classes? 
3. What was your family’s role in your study of music? 
4. What does your family think about your decision to major in music? 
5. If they are unsupportive or skeptical, what do they think you should have done? 
6. If they are supportive, in what ways have they shown that support?  
7. Are there any familial expectations you feel weigh on you in regard to your major? in 
regard to your career?  
 Collegiate Experience  
1. As an Asian American, do you feel that you are treated differently in the collegiate music 
classroom?  
2. Does your ethnicity come up as a young musician? How often is your ethnicity 
referenced or mentioned when you are in the music classroom or rehearsal? In what 
contexts? How does that impact you?  
3. Do you believe that you receive unjustified prejudice or favoritism in the School of 
Music based on your ethnicity? If so, in what ways?  
4. In your experience at this university, do you feel/have you felt defined by your 
ethnicity? Please discuss, if so.  
5. Do you feel that there are any expectations that are placed on you as an Asian American 
within the School of Music?  
a. Do you feel you meet these expectations? If so, in what ways?  
b. How does that impact you? 
Professional Future 
1. Do you think that your ethnicity has influenced your path as a professional musician?  
a. If so, how?  
1. Do you envision your ethnicity as an Asian American influencing your professional 
endeavors either positively or negatively? If so, how?  
2. Do you believe that as an Asian American that you have any advantages or disadvantages 
in certain realms within the music profession? If so, in what ways?  
*Additional follow up questions may be asked based upon the responses received.  
 
